CHAPTER   XIV
WHEN Thompson, in reply to my knock, shouted to me to come in,
I expected to find him alone; but as luck would have it, Charles
Stedman was seated astride a chair and had, I knew, been bending
an appreciative ear to the brilliant conversation of that glittering and
scarlet-clad young man.
" Oliver ! " Thompson cried. "Just the man I want to see. You
above all others will appreciate what I'm telling your friend Stedman.
You're a man of imagination, Oliver, and you can assure Stedman
that I'm on firm ground when I say the nature, essence, beginning of
existence, and rise of the wind in general is due to nothing so much
as nothing. That is to say, Oliver, nature abhors a vacuum; and
when a vacuum, whicfy is neither more nor less than nothing, exists,
we then have-----"
I put my basket on the corner of his table and whipped off the
canvas covering. " Let's talk about the wind later," I said. " What
about this ? "
Stedman rose slowly from his chair, staring into the basket with a
look that was half incredulity and half disgust.
Thompson drew his handkerchief from the breast of his scarlet
coat, waved it beneath his nose, and looked with a cold scrutiny at
my offering. " Interesting exhibit of still life,39 he said. " There's no
danger of my forgetting it; so if you'll be kind enough to cover it,
Oliver, we can discuss it as much as you please."
" Before I cover it," I said, " I want to be sure you understand
that everything in this basket was drawn from the King's stores. Mr.
Stedman gave me the order for it yesterday. Buell drew it to-day.
This is what my father's supposed to eat."
" There must be some mistake," Stedman said. " Rations like
this aren't being issued."
" These are rations," I said. " Take a good look at 'em." I picked
up a paper cutter from Thompson's desk and pushed it into the slab
of beef. A squirming heap of maggots came stickily away. " The
bread's only a shell for weevils," I told them. " The potatoes are
black slime."-
Stedman turned away his head and coughed, but Thompson smiled
urbanely. " Cover it up and take it away, Oliver," he said.
I lifted the basket from Thompson's desk, set it in the entryway
and closed the door. Thompson, flirting his handkerchief beneath
his nose, threw open the single window of the small room. Stedman,
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